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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  Introduction Modern Buddhist Genealogies Faith and power must always, however uneasily, take a stance toward one another. The polity, more than most realms of human action, deals obviously with ultimate things. Myanmar, formerly Burma, has been embroiled in conflicts at the nation’s center and at its borders almost since its independence from British colonial rule in 1948.1 As recently as September 2007, the so-called Saffron Revolution, a populist uprising led by monks, contested the legitimacy of the state. The discussion that unfolds in this book traces the cultural narratives of Burma’s Theravada Buddhist engagement with modernity at the intersections of religion and politics. In the course of this exploration, I point to conjunctures in modern Burmese history when public discourse about Buddhism and politics fueled particular cultural debates. Such pivotal moments, or conjunctures, may lead to iterations of past conflicts or debates, but they may also open up possibilities for innovation and the emergence of new trajectories that resolve or move particular cultural debates into new directions.2 It is at such moments that modern political formations, for instance, nationalism, secular power, education, identity, colonialism, ethnicity, and otherness, are articulated and become visible in culturally and historically specific contexts. While some potential trajectories unfold, others remain foreclosed. In the case of Burma, Buddhist practices and institutions often insert themselves into public life, encouraging the politicization of religion. The cultural narratives I have chosen to explore here reveal genealogies of hegemony and subjugation, patronage and resistance, and power and loss. Articulations of these themes emerge at certain moments in history and eventually lose their INTRODUCTION 2 cultural relevance, but the genealogies of their recurrence extend from precolonial times to the colonial era and eventually to the contemporary period.3 Although these genealogies predated colonial modernity in Burma, they remain important historical forces in contexts such as colonialism, nationalism, education, and the cultural other/the foreign. In this book I focus on particular constellations, both cultural and historical, that harbor possible reiterations of the past or movement toward a new and different future. Those moments comprise the modern Buddhist conjunctures in Myanmar. One such genealogy narrates the state’s patronage of Buddhist institutions in order to enhance its political power. Another genealogy links those moments when Buddhist sentiments offer ways of resisting the power of the state. A third one harkens back in time to, or projects into the future, a perhaps utopian, but surely just Buddhist society. Competing visions of moral authority and civil society become visible in the social practices and discourse of such historical conjunctures, ranging from support for military dictatorship and its patronage of Buddhism to a Buddhist advocacy of democratic rights. Each of these visions represents an enduring struggle for a future in which engagement with modern concerns can be productively formulated. The historical movement between these genealogical trajectories charts the hegemonic discourse of then Burma and now Myanmar. Today, this country’s challenge continues to be the realization of a future in which civil society can prosper without coercive power to guarantee the continuity of the state. Nearly 90 percent of Myanmar’s citizens practice a form of Theravada Buddhism, with roughly 70 to 80 percent of the population identifying as Burman. The remainder of the country’s Theravada Buddhist population comprises ethnic minority groups, including the Shan, Mon, Pao, Karen, Arakanese, and others. A small number of Chinese Mahayana communities are found in urban centers like Yangon. The identification of Theravada Buddhist practices with the social and cultural category of being Burmese has been a significant factor in the nationalist efforts since the late colonial period. “We Burmese are Buddhist” first became a rallying cry during the nationalist struggle of the 1910s. Since then, this slogan has been invoked by many politicians, including Burma’s first democratic prime minister, U Nu, whose practice of politics relied greatly on Buddhist sources of authority. Even in the popular imagination of Burma in the west, the country is closely identified with Buddhism, nonviolence, and rational ethics. Such perceptions also kindle an imagination of Burma as a romantic and nostalgic place, where people are “materially poor and spiritually wealthy.” Modern Burmese sometimes echo these sentiments. Yet what it means to be Burmese and Buddhist has been articulated differently at particular cultural and historical conjunctures. In this book I explore some of [44.193.25.214] Project MUSE (2024-03-13 08:44 GMT) INTRODUCTION 3 the most significant moments in which Burmese Buddhist identities have... 
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